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ABSTRACT 

A scheme for classifying attachment patterns is 
proposed that retains important elements of Ainsworth*s system, but 
extends it to allow for the inclusion of more deviant patterns of 
behavior. The proposed scheme asserts that attachment relationships 
can be ordered on a continuum of felt security based upon an 
organizational interpretation of the security that the child deri\^es 
from the relationship with the parent in the Strange Situation. 
Behaviors considered in the new classification are those of (1) 
amelioration; (2) avoidance; (3) resistance; (4) difficulty in 
comforting; (5) depressed affect; (6) disharmony; and (7) 
disconnectedness. This system and Ainsworth*s were used to classify a 
sample of 2- and 3-year-old children (Nb38) of depressed mothers of 
varying ages who were part of a larger study. Classification was 
based upon the immediate success of the child *s efforts to use the 
parent as a secure base and a more general judgment of the security 
that the child derived from the parent. Comparison of results 
indicated that the new scheme allowed classification of 
"^unclassif iable** patterns; permitted classification over a wide range 
of ages in early childhood; detected insecurity in behaviors not 
included in Ainsworth*s system; increased discrimination within 
pattern classification categories; and reduced the potential error of 
measurement at the border between categories. A table shows the 
security ratings for 10 of the children studied. Fourteen references 
are listed. (RH) 
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ABSTRACT 

A scheme -For classifying attachment patterns is 

proposed chat retains important elements of Ainsworth's 
system, but extends i t to allow for the inclusion of more 

devi ant patterns. Thi s scheme prosposes that attachment 

relationships can be ordered on a continuum of f el t-secur i ty 
based upon an organizational interpretation of the security 

that the child derives from the relationship with the parent 

in the Strange Situation. Classification is br?.sed upon an 
organizzational interpretation of (a; the immediate success 

of the child's efforts to use the parent as a secure base, 

and (b; a more general judgement of the security that the 
child derives frcin the parent. This system and Ainswcrth's 

system are used to classify a sample o-^ children of 

depressed mothers of varying ages, and the results are 
compared . 
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An Organizational Scheme for the Classification of 
Attachments on a Continuum of Fal t-Securi ty 

In attachment theory , it is bel i eved that a pr i mary 
function of attachment figures is to serve as a source of 
secur i ty for the i nf an c in si tuati ons that i nduca fear or 
anxiety in the child. Consistent witii rhis, Ai nsworth 's 
scheme (Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, Zc Wail, 197S) for 
classifying infant-parent attachments reflects differences 
between children in the ejitent to which they are able to 
effectively derive security from the parent when faced with 
stress in the Strange Situation. Organizational patterns of 
children's use of the parent for security (Sroufe Z< Waters, 
1977) 5 rather than discrete behaviors, serve as the bases 
for classification, but children's behavior towards parents 
during reunions following two brief seperations is heaviiv 
emphasized. Children are classified as securely attached to 
parents if they actively seek contact with the par»5nt during 

reunion (Group B) . Children are classified as insecure if 
they do not effectively use the parent as a source of 
security during reunion, but avoid the parent 

(insecure-avoidant , Group A), or alternate contact seeking 
and rasi st i ng (2 n^^^cure-amoi val ent , Group C) . 

There 13 a.nple avidenre to suggest that Ainsworth 's 
ziassi riciation sysuC-m hc.s woth ccnstruct and predictive 
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validity (e.g., Ainsworth et al . , 1973; Arend, Grove, ?< 

Sroufe, 1979; Pastor, 1981; Schneider — Rosen S< Cicchetti , 
1984; Srou-fe^ Fox, Z< Pancake, 1984). However, some 

difficulty in classification has been reported since tne 

first applications of Ainsworth 's systsm. In her doctoral 
thesis. Main force classified all attachments into A, P, or 

C groups, but she reports that informs.! Iv she considered 3 

infants to show an A and C pattern, that is, enough 
avoidance and ambivalence to justify classification in 

either or both groups (1973, reported in Main ?< Solomon, 

1985). Sroufe and Waters (1977) reported that 10"/. of their 
infants we«^e not easily classifiable, but decided upon a 

force classification strategy, and did not specify the 

characteristics of unci assi f i abi e patterns. Difficulty in 
classification was found even in Ainsworth 's criterion 

sample when 12 month old infants ana their mothers returned 

to participate in a second Strange Situation two weeks after 
the first (reported in Ainsworth et al . , 1973). Many of the 

infants scored as insecure in their first Strange Situation 

were force classified as secure on the basis of their second 
Strange Situation, but there were reservations about the 

validity of these classifications (see Main S< Solomon, 

1985/ , as well as questions about the aopropr i ateness of 
reoeatmg Strange Situation tests so close together in tirriF-. 

The first systematic report of unciassi f iable patterns 

was bv H?in and Weston (1981). They assigned infants to B.n 
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"unclassif iable" category based upon the occurrence of any 
one of the following patterns: "behaves to the parent in 
reunion as a secure infant, but behaves identically to the 

stranger", "extreme avoidance is combined with extreme 

distress throughout the session", "behaves in one reunion 
a secure infant bu\: in the other as an insecure i n-t-^r^nt " , 

"physical behavior is that of a secure infant- approach, 
clinging- but infant is affectless with signs of 
depression". Consistent with the notion that these infar.Tis 

should be regarded as insecure, unci assi f i abl e infants 

behaved more like insecure than 'secure infants in terms of 
conflict behavior, defined as behaviors that had a 

"disordered, purposeless, or odd appearance", and in terms 

of lack of relateness to an adult stranger. The fact that 
13 of 19 unclassi f i abl e infants would be force classified as 

secure suggests that the unci assi fi abi e category 

di stirgui shed additional meaningful differences in 
actacnment patterni ngs. 

Crittenden (19S4) explored al tiernaci ve classifications 

among children of abusing and neglecting mothers. She 
reexanmed classification according to the A, B, C system 

when cnildren of abusing/neglecting mothers who had behavad 

"very unusually" in the Strange Situation were force 
Cia=siried as secure. This resulted in the develoomani: 

an avcicJant and ambivalent (A/CJ category character i zc^d 

va) '?casrata to high avoidance ^ 'b; mocaraiie to high 
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resistance, and (c) moderate to high proximity seeking. A/C 
in-Fants were also significantly more likely than children in 
other classifications to show unusual or odd behaviors in 
the Strange Situation such as "face covering, huddling on 
the floor and rocking, and wetting". This pattern was only 
ob35?rved among children o- abusing and neglecting mothers, 

and never found among children o-r adequate mothers. In a 
second study, tiie A/C pattern was related to the seve»-itv of 

maternal maltreatment, with the highest incidence found when 
there was both abuse and neglect. 

Radke-Yarrow, Cummings, Kuc^y..ski, and Chapman (1995) 
studied pattcDrns of attachment in anotner at-risk group, 
children of bipolar and unipolar depressed mothers. 
Children were classified according to A, B, C criteria, but 
a sireabie proportion of the children received high scores 

on both avoidance and ambivalence in the Strange Situation. 
Instead of being force classified as A or C, they were 

treated as a separate A/C group. Other unc i assi f i abi e 

behaviors typifying children in this group included sadness, 
depre«;sion, and odd vocalizations, body postures and 

movemeneis. Only children of mothers with major unipolar or 

bipolar depression showed this pattern; it was never roxjir^d 
in children of normal mothers or mothers with minor 

repression. It was linkeu not only with the r:iC'c:^^[rr^:fnc'3 c- 
maternal depression, but with the seve»^ity of r,er 
depression: the percent of the ciiila s ii retime in wr.icn 



Continuum of Security 

the mother was depressed, (b) ratings or the severity of her 
most severe depressive episode, and (c) the number of 

different forms of treatment she had received for 

depression. In addition, if mothers with a major affective 
disorder were without a husband in the household, risk of 

A/C classification was increased. 

Main and Solomon (1935) proposec a new classification 
scheme based upon recent findings from thG Berkely 

longitudinal study (this updates the v»;ork. reported in Main Z< 

Weston ) . An assumpti on of thi s c 1 assi f i cat i on scheme was 
that al ternat i ve patterns of attachmen c essenti ally 

represent disorganizations of A, B, C patterns, termed as 

i nsecure-di sorgani zed/di sor i ented (D) . Mul t i p 1 e cr i ter i a 
qualified infants for the D category, including (a) direct 

indices of depression, <b) out-of -conte;; t behaviors or 

indices of confusion or apprehension, (c) A/C patterns, (d) 
"dazed" behavior or aimlessness, and (e; any other 
violations of A, B, C patterns. Three instances of 

"detachment" (in a samole of 26S) that is, no evidence of an 
attachment bond, were also reported. 

Suggestive of the validity of D classification, 

prediction of si;:-year functioning was greatly improved by 
treating D infants as a seperate grcus. Infants clas.iified 

as D were more likely to have i nsecure-control j i ng 

attachments, that is, organizations cf relationships with 
parents that were concroiiing and parsnzal , at sx;; years of 
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age (see also Main, Kaplan, 8< Cassidy, in press). There 

visr^ also differences in terms of parents experiences. 
Parents of D infants were more likely to have themselves 
suffered a loss of s. parent prior to maturity. 

There i s thus accumul ati ng evi dence for the occurrence 
and validity of patterns of attachment other than A, Es and 

C. Reoccuring criteria include: (a) odd, une;:pected 

behaviors, and (b) sad, depressed behavior, (c) disorganired 
or disconnected behaviors. In many respects, these patterns 

appear very insecure, that is, more at risi:: than A or C 

patterns. However, there is no consensus on the best system 
for describing deviant patterns. The A/C pattern is not 

inclusive enough, since other often associated problem 

behaviors, e.g., depression or disorganization, are ignor«c* 
in classification. The D pattern may be overly inclusive, 

and subsume multiple patterns better viewed as distinct- 

A Proposed Scheme for Classifying a Ccrtinuum of Patterns of 
Attachment 

This scheme proposes that all attachment relationships 

can be orde»^sd on a continuum of secur-e-i nsecure-det ached 
based upon an organizational interpretation of children's 

derived security in the Strange Situation. A larger array 

of resDonses in seen as relevant to ci =^ssi f i cati on even in 
infancy than is included in the A, B. C classification 

systfe="n. It IS posited that the A, 5, C system reflects 

secura to mcat^r at'ai y insecure attaciiment patterns but rhz.z 
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more extreme deviations of attachment patternings occur and 

can be inde>ied by the inclusion of other behavioral signs. 
It is also assumed that by e:itending criteria patterns of 

attachment can be classified beyond infancv. 

Attachments are classified on a scale ranging from 
secure to detached based upon <a) the relative occurence 

versus absence of behaviors indicative of successful versus 

unsuccessful immediate efforts on the child's part to derive 
security from the parents, and (b) the relative 

felt-security of the child evident in general functioning, 

which is assumed to indirectly reflect the security derived 
from the attachment relationship. Five anchor points are 

distinguished: secure (1.0), insecure (2.0), very insecure 

(3.0), and not attached (4.0). Four classes of behavior are 
seen as relevant to judgements of the immediate 

effectiveness of the parent as a secure base: (1) 

Ameliorative. Responses indicative of efforts on the 
child's part to derive security from the parent. These 

include pro):imity seeking, contact maintaining , and 

distance interaction. A smoothly operating system of 
ameliorative bids by the child and satisfactory responses by 

the parent is assumed to reflec':: successful functioning of 

the attachment rel ati onsr i p . (2? Avoi dant . Any e^Pressi an 
of avoidance, including gar e-aversi on , failure to respond to 

oarent's overtures., ignoring of the parent, or poSTiural 

aversion. Avoidances wnen the child is str^ss^d reflect:; an 
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inability of the child to rely upon the parent as a source 
of felt-security (Main, 1981). (3) Resistant. Direct 

expressions of anger or rejection to parents, including 

rejection or struggle against physical contact, or more 
diffuse e>:pressions of resistance such as temper tantrums, 

or crankiness. Resistance is seen as an alternative form of 

e;:pression of mistrust and anger towards the parent around 
issues of felt-security. (4) Difficulty comforting. The 

difficulty that the child has in maintaining or regaining 

smooth emotional, social, and e;tploratory functioning in the 
parent's presence, as indSMsd by the intensity or frequency 

of distress or depressive responses or the latency until 

they end. This response demonstrates that the child is 
unable to derive adequate security from the parent. These 

behaviors are viewed as relevant to classification whenever 

they occur, but are most relevant when they occur in 
situations in which the attachment system is likely to be 

highly activated, i.e., reunion. 

Three classes of behavic-- are seen as demonstrating a 
more general failure of the ::itzachment relationship to 

provide felt-security, refiectea in problems in emotional, 

social, and e;:ploratory functicning. These behaviors are 
il) Disharmony. Benaviors ipdics^iive of cicneraiiv G:3=ruDC3d 

or disregulated functioning, sucn as odd criGS, asynchr^ny 

of af-5ct or movement, st^.-.ng-:.- ::r sudc^^* mov.;^i'P^ni:s. Ti-.^^a 
rG«pcr.res are seen «s reflecting benaviorai d i sorcon i :: wiii ons 
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resulting -from the intrusion o-f anxiety or fear. (2; 

Depression. Persistent -flat a-ffect, sadness, e;;treme 
hypoacti vitv, unresponsiveness, depre-^ised body posture. In 

this instance inadequate f el t-secur i ty results in 

significant a-f-fective dysfunction. (3j Disconnected. 
Responses t'-iat suggest the child is lost, aimless, dazed, in 

short, functioning as if he or she has no secure base. 

Several assumptions are made: (a) Responses reflecting 
the pervasive impact of low f el t-secur i ty , e.g., depression, 

reflect greater insecurity than probie'Ds in the immediate 

use of the parent as a secure bast^, '^•Q*? resistance, (b) 
function=il problems are less worrisome than problems 

localized in one or several oeriods, and (d) felt-security 

can be measured throughout early childhood, although th*^ 
mode of G:pression may change with ace. 

METHOD 

Sub jects 

Families were participants in a longitudinal study of 
the development of offspring of depr3ssed parents conductec 
at tfie Laboratory of Devei opmentai Fs /cnoiogy (NIMH) 
<Rad^'.e-Yarrow. Cumminas, Kuc::vn = '. i, Chaaman, 19S3) . The 
sample consis-ztsd cr children of jipciar dearesscc mcthers or 
moths'^s wi t!". .T.a jor uni pci ar deor^ssi c* . For the present 
purposes , c:" i s same i inatr the ac'/an?: j.c - r L:f:f i nG 1 i ^ -Ji y tci- 
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test the full range o-f a continuum of felt-security. 
Subjects were two or three years old when seen. 

Procedure 

Children and their mothers were seen in a modific?d 
version of the Str<ange Situation (Ainsworth et al . , 197G) . 
Attachments were classified in tarrr - cf Ainsworth 's pabtsrn 
systam (which is described in Ainsworth et <ai . , 197S) • and 
in ts! Tis of ratings, on a securitv continuum. 

The behaviors considered in classification are: (1) 
ameliorative; (2) avoidance; (3; resistance; (4) difficulty 
comforting; (5) depressed affect; (6) disharmony; and (7) 
disconnectedness. Classification was based 'loon (a) the 
immediate succe«.s of the child's efforts to use the pare'-.h 
as a secure base (inde;;ed by ameliorative behavior, 
avoidance, resistance, and difficulty comforting); and (b; 5 
mors general judgement of the security that the child 
derives from the parent. Classes of behavior assumed to 
reflect a more general failure of the att*.ichmef"jt 
relationship to provide f ei t-securi ty included disharmony, 
depression, and disconnectedness. 

"hsse behaviors were weighed differently in 
classification because o-r !:heir different implications 
rsgamng children's f ei fc ^secur i ty . General rules wer.£j: ^'a; 
rc-s::c:n = 2S reflecting the cervasive impact of low 
f el b-:::5curity , e.g. , deprassior. reflected greater 
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insecurity than problsdis in the immediate use o-F the parent 
as a secure base; (b) -functional problems were less 

worrisome than an absence o-f -functioning; and (c) 

problematic -functioning throughout the Strange Situation was 
mors worrisome than problems localized in ona or several 
per i ods. 

Attachments were ordered o'l a dimension rram very 
secure at one e:itreme, representing optimal -functioning or 
the attachment system in the provision of security, to 

detached at the other extreme, reflecting the absence of 
derived security. Endpoints of the scale were defined as 

very secure (1.0) and not attached (^^.0), with ragions in 
between designated as secure (1.0 - 1.9), insecure 
(2.0-2.9), and very insecure (3.0-3.9). Corr espondance 
bt?tw'3en relative felt-security and points on the scale ars 

shown in Table 1 . Conceptual and methodological issues 
surrounding the use of this system are described in greater 
detail in Cummings (in press). 

RESULTS 

To illustrate this system, the classification of 10 

cases en Ainsworth's par-c=rn classification system and m 

terms of a continuum of felt-security is shown in Tab la Z (a 
totjii of 33 cases were classified). These results 

demonstracD the process integrating muirvp.ij r^nd new 

sources of information in making classification decision" 
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across a wide? range o-f ages in early childhood, Interrater 
reliability -for ratings was r= .So:':. Secure (B> pattern 

children received ratings between 1.0 and 3.1 (X= 1.51) and 
irisecure-avDidant (pattern A) and i nsecure^ambi val en t 
(pattern C) children received ratings between 2,0 and 3.7 

<A= 2.75). Classirication on a security continuum thus (a; 
allowed for the classification of *'unci assi f i abl e'* patterns, 
(b> allowed for classification across a wide range of agss 

in sariy childhood, (c> detected insecurity shown by 
behaviors not included in Ainsworth's system, (d) increased 

discrimination within pattern classification categories, and 

(e> reduced the potential error of measurement at the 
boarder between categories. 

CONCLUSION 

This report demonstrates the feasibility of scoring 
attachments on a security continuum in early childhood. As 

a supplemenc to ptactern classification, classification on a 

continuum c-^ felt-security has many advantages. Such a 
system also has the potential tc provide conceptual basis 

for comparing attachments across contB;:ts, ages, and classes 
of relationships; instances in which patterns of behavior 
may be highly variable and difficult to compare. Cumminqs 
(in pr.3ss) has speculated with regarcs zo these potential 
appl ications . 
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Table 1 

Relationships between Felt-Security and Points on the 
Continuum 

Rating Security 

Very Secure , Judgments are made about the 

extent of posit i ve character i sti cs ci 

attachment, e.g., the extent of the parents 
reciprocity to the child's bids. 

1.9 Secure . There is si ioht evidence of 

insecurity, 

2.0-2.4 Insecure . There are moderate, but 

delimited, signs of insecurity. 

2.5-2.9 There are strong, but delimited 

si gns of i nsecur i ty . 

3.0-3.4 Very Insecure . There are moderate, and 

general, signs cf insecurity. 
3.5-4.0 Mot Attached . There are strong, and 

general signs cf insecurity. 
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Table 2 

Security-Related Behavior s. Forced Classifications q-P 
Attachment Pat terns and Security Rabinqs in Children of 
Depressed Parents 
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